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ABSTRACT
This paper emphasises the impacts of international migration on
old-age perceptions and norms within transnational families, and,
specifically, analyses the roles of the zero generation, defined as
the parents of first-generation migrants, both as non-migrant
counterparts to their children abroad and as older migrants
themselves. Transnational caregiving research has demonstrated
that for many migrants and their families care arrangements must
be negotiated across national borders, yet the agency of
transnational older adults has been largely neglected. Based on
qualitative fieldwork conducted from 2011 to 2013 in Liège,
Belgium, and Oujda, Morocco, the present paper examines the
circulation of care between Moroccan adult migrants and their
ageing ascendants. This paper exposes the duality of migrants’
ascendants as caregivers and recipients, asserting, firstly, that
receiving care is not synonymous with passivity, and that,
secondly, migrants’ ascendants are also the initiators of
transnational practices. In both roles, this paper underlines
mobility as a strategy used by migrants’ parents to maintain
intergenerational solidarity across national borders, but that this
care mobility is limited by macro-level migration policies, here








It is now widely documented that international migration does not inherently sever the
obligations or affective links between family members because of the movement of kin
across national borders (Baldassar, Baldock, and Wilding 2007; Bryceson and Vuorela
2002; Goulbourne et al. 2010; Zontini 2010). At the heart of many transnational families,
whatever their configurations and characteristics, is the exchange of care and support
across national borders, or ‘transnational caregiving’ (Baldassar, Baldock, and Wilding
2007). The various studies of caregiving practices across borders demonstrate the impor-
tance of the life course in these relational dynamics (Baldassar 2007; Ghergel and Le Gall
2010; King et al. 2014; Wall and Bolzman 2014; Zhou 2012). As these families move
through various migration and life phases, their transitions affect their care needs, expec-
tations and capacities. One of the key obstacles facing adult migrant children and their
parents is how to navigate the experience of growing old across international borders.
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In the production of the transnational social space subsequent to migration (Faist 2000;
Pries 2001), the intergenerational contract is modified as required by physical distance
and the straddling of international borders, but, where the will and ability allow, it con-
tinues to regulate how family is ‘done’, including geriatric dependencies (Krzyżowski
and Mucha 2014; Morgan 1996). In this study of Moroccan transnational old-age care,
Moroccan migrant children and their elderly parents retained certain aspects of caregiving
from pre-migration life and adapted others to their transnational circumstances.
In the context of this special issue on older migrants, the present paper emphasises the
impacts of international migration on the perceptions and norms associated with old age
within families. Specifically, it examines the role of the ‘zero generation’, defined as the
parents of first-generation migrants (Nedelcu 2009). Rather than privileging migrants’
perspectives and transnational practices as is so often done, the zero generation’s involve-
ment in the reception and transmission of care is highlighted. Families separated by
migration may have asymmetries (Carling 2008; Dreby and Adkins 2010), but that is
not to say that migrants singlehandedly provide care to their parents in the country of
origin. Expressing needs and desires is an active way of care receiving (Russell, Bunting,
and Gregory 1997), and migrants’ ascendants, like geographically proximate parents
and grandparents, are also caregivers. Therefore, through a qualitative study of Belgian–
Moroccan intergenerational caregiving, we take a two-pronged approach to the study of
the zero generation: (1) emphasising the agency of older parents as care recipients, and
(2) equally highlighting their roles as transnational caregivers. In each part, both immobile
and mobile older participants are treated in order to destabilise notions of older parents as
those dependents ‘left behind’, and to steer future studies to re-examine them within a fra-
mework of care circulation (Baldassar and Merla 2014). Finally, lest we forget the impor-
tance of macro-level structures and policies, Moroccan transnational caregiving
arrangements are situated in the Belgian migration regime, with relatively recent restric-
tions on Belgian family reunification fundamentally altering the capacity of elderly Mor-
occans to join their children abroad.
Transnational caregiving for and by older adults
The dynamics of intergenerational old-age care have been explored from a number of dis-
ciplinary perspectives within geographically proximate families (Bengtson and Roberts
1991; Bowers 1987; Hjälm 2012; Russell, Bunting, and Gregory 1997), but seldom
across national borders.1 Taking these dynamics beyond the nation-state, transnational
caregiving tests and contributes to theories of intergenerational solidarity and old-age
care. As migrants settle permanently in destination countries, forming their own families
through marriage and procreation, they in times of crisis and/or on a sustained basis often
‘take care of’ their elderly relatives in the country of origin (Baldassar 2007; Krzyżowski
and Mucha 2014; Zechner 2008).
Despite its well-documented contributions, transnational family literature tends to
trace care as it moves from migrant to non-migrant, particularly in studies of the global
care chain, which in its very name suggests a unidirectional flow of support (Hochschild
2000; Parreñas 2001). Far too little attention has been directed towards the participation of
the so-called left behind within transnational family networks, and when studies do
acknowledge them, they typically look at spouses and minor children in the country of
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origin (Dreby 2007; Fresnoza-Flot 2014; Mazzucato and Poeze 2014; Olwig 1999). We do
know that transnational caregiving occurs between migrant children and their older
parents, but we know much less about the role that migrants’ ascendants play in these
cross-border dynamics. A few notable studies have attempted to fill this gap: firstly, by
identifying migrants’ ascendants as they provide care for their grandchildren in the
country of origin (Da 2003), and, secondly, a handful of scholars have examined the mobi-
lity of migrants’ ascendants (Goulbourne and Chamberlain 2001; Horn, 2016; King et al.
2014; Treas 2008). For example, Plaza (2000) identified Caribbean grandmothers in the
United Kingdom as they cared for and socialised their grandchildren by becoming ‘trans-
national flying grannies’. Mihaela Nedelcu coined the very concept of the ‘zero generation’
in her 2009 study of highly skilled Romanian migrants in Canada, older relatives who
moved to the host country as caregivers for their descendants. The small extant literature
points us to the involvement and agency of migrants’ parents as non-migrant caregivers
and as older migrants themselves.
The research though remains underdeveloped, with a frequent bifurcation between
studies that examine the parents of first-generation migrants as recipients of care and
the much smaller body that analyses their care contributions. In response to this gap, I
employ Baldassar and Merla’s recent concept of care circulation, defined as ‘the reciprocal,
multidirectional and asymmetrical exchange of care that fluctuates over the life course
within transnational family networks subject to the political, economic, cultural and
social contexts of both sending and receiving societies’ (2014, 22). It is through this
more inclusive, diachronic lens that this paper aims to meld care for and by transnational
older adults within the same framework.
Data and methods
In order to examine care for and by the Moroccan zero generation, this paper draws on
multi-sited qualitative data collected during a research project on transnational family net-
works originating in the northeast of Morocco. From May 2011 to August 2013, 40 in-
depth interviews and moderate participant observation (in the form of informal inter-
views, home stays and accompanying migrants on their return visits) were conducted
in two cities connected by a history of labour migration since the mid-twentieth
century: Liège, Belgium, and Oujda, Morocco, although family members living in multiple
countries were consulted. In order to grasp migrant as well as non-migrant perspectives,
the fieldwork commenced in Liège with first- and second-generation migrant respondents,
after which their relatives (parents, siblings and other kin) were contacted to participate in
the study. This triggered a ‘back-and-forth’ fieldwork between home and host countries
following relationships and studying families’ interactions.
The empirical analysis purposely reflects the growing heterogeneity of the Moroccan
migrant population abroad through its diverse sample (Collyer et al. 2009; de Haas
2007). First-generation migrant participants left Oujda from the 1960s up to two years
prior to the fieldwork, and represented various socio-economic backgrounds, migration
types (labour, student, family-forming and family reunification) and documentation sta-
tuses (naturalised Belgian citizens, regularised immigrants and irregular immigrants). In
Oujda, non-migrant respondents intentionally represented a relatively equal portion of
the sample in order to grasp the perspectives and transnational practices of those typically
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conceived of as ‘left behind’. Zero-generation respondents, like their migrant relatives,
came from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds, including middle- and upper-
middle-class families, represented multiple older-age life phases from their late-50s to
their early 80s (Garfein and Herzog 1995), had a range of personal migration histories
and extent of care needs and capabilities. This diversity gives us insight into the relative
impacts of these characteristics on transnational care circulation. The qualitative data gen-
erated from interviews, discussion groups and field notes was then submitted to content
analysis, which involved manually coding and classifying the transcribed data.
Ageing in Morocco
The zero generation’s involvement in care circulation warrants attention because, firstly,
migrants’ transnational practices, so often privileged empirically, do not occur in a
vacuum: caregiving decisions are made in a familial and societal context of norms and
beliefs about old-age care, often inculcated by migrants’ ascendants and kin groups over
time and also across borders. That is to say, migrants’ parents have implicit and explicit
influence over the behaviours of their children, whether this influence was exerted
through the socialisation of their children in pre-migration life or as their commitments
are negotiated after migration. Thus we must first consider old-age care norms in the Mor-
occan context.
Intergenerational exchanges of support form the backbone of informal care arrange-
ments in many countries, including Morocco. In a country with a relatively weak social
welfare system, in which few older people benefit from a pension and those who do
receive a fairly meagre sum,2 family is the first resort in times of need, from the assump-
tion of responsibility for the elderly, the ill, the young and the unemployed, to the pro-
vision of domestic services, housing, financial support, etc. (Soudi 2010). The family
provides a framework for the exchange of informal care that takes precedence over
formal state-based social protection. This solidarity is crucial for the elderly. In a govern-
ment study of aged persons in Morocco, 77.5% of people over 60 reported receiving
material support from their relatives, with 58.6% of this support coming exclusively
from their children (ENPA 2006; HCP-CERED 2009).
Parental authority over children and filial piety stems from religion, beliefs and collec-
tive representations, which together form intergenerational contracts that regulate care
exchanges throughout the life course. Thus, the filial obligation to care for elderly
parents is socialised into children from a young age based on reciprocity: a debt is
owed to one’s parents (Bourqia 2010). This intergenerational solidarity is expressed in
terms of local and transnational old-age care, with the support received in the family
environment being valued by the elderly practically as well as symbolically: the 2006
survey found that 93.6% of older Moroccans surveyed considered the negligence of a
household member to be detrimental (HCP-CERED 2009). For older Moroccan adults,
compared to global statistics and even to other developing countries, it is extremely
rare for older Moroccans (60 years+) to live alone (6.8% on a national level), or to be
placed in retirement homes (ENPA 2006). The placing of the elderly in old-age care facili-
ties is considered a sign of filial abandonment and socially taboo (Escrivá 2013). Therefore,
despite a national decrease in family size and some movement towards nuclearisation, the
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multi-generational household maintains a strong presence in Oujda, as in other parts of
the country (HCP-CERED 2009; Soudi 2010).
But old-age norms in Morocco also include caregiving by the elderly. Parents and
grandparents have strong expectations of reciprocal care from their children, but also
responsibilities towards their descendants. Older parents are often material care providers,
whether as the financial foundation of the household or as the owner and provider of
accommodation (HCP-CERED 2009). Among Oujdi respondents, multi-generational
households were almost exclusively owned by the eldest residing generation. Aside
from practically, in the Moroccan social context old age is perceived, in general, to have
positive connotations in that it refers to a person with wisdom and experience and they
are therefore respected as providers of practical and moral advice. Elderly parents and
grandparents, far from being trivialised as dependents or cast aside, are considered the
moral beacons of the family and their opinions carry great weight within social and famil-
ial circles.
In conjunction with these strong intergenerational values, the question of care for and
by older adults locally and transnationally is of the utmost importance in a ‘greying’
Morocco. Although the ageing of populations is typically attributed to developed,
‘western’ industrialised nations, Morocco is experiencing similar demographic challenges.
In 2012, 2924 million Moroccans were over the age of 60, and in 2050 this number is
expected to reach 10.1 million, or nearly one-quarter of the total population (HCP
2012a, 2012b). These numbers in combination with an already fragile social welfare
state suggest that family networks will be under tremendous pressure to provide old-
age care with a very small state safety net to protect them.
‘Left behind?’ The zero generation as care recipients
As intergenerational solidarity and support remains a hallmark of Moroccan society, so
too does migration. Since the early 1960s, massive labour emigration to Europe has pro-
vided a pathway to economic and social mobility for families. There are currently an esti-
mated 3.4 million Moroccans living abroad (MPC 2013), with estimates at around 300,000
living in Belgium.3 Today, first-generation migrants and their non-migrant relatives have
largely let go of a hope for return that had prevailed in the 1960s. Coming from a society
where filial duties to take care of the elderly permeate, and where migration and absence
feature in many families’ lives, people are consequently adapting Moroccan social older-
age care norms and values to transnational settings.
The support that migrant children provide their older parents comes in a plethora of
forms: the direct provision of care through visits or at a distance, the coordination of
care and the delegation of care (Kilkey and Merla 2014). Because migrants could not be
continuously physically co-present to meet daily care needs, especially for those migrants
with irregular statuses, typically Oujdi siblings take on practical care responsibilities, and
migrants cover the financial costs. In one such case, Tarik,4 a 34-year-old pharmacist
assistant in Oujda, had been coping with his father’s long-term illness. With a sister
and brother in Germany, Tarik and his mother acted as hands-on caregivers. His two sib-
lings abroad nevertheless participated in their father’s end-of-life care through remit-
tances. Until their father died in December 2011, Tarik’s brother in Frankfurt sent 100
JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 5
euro each month to keep a credit at the pharmacy where Tarik worked to cover their
father’s medications.
Tarik and his siblings arranged their father’s care locally and transnationally, but that is
not to say that older parents silently await help at the discretion of their offspring. Parents’
demands for old-age care were, in fact, instrumental to its deliverance. Diminished face-
to-face contact within transnational families placed additional importance on the com-
munication of parents’ needs and desires. Whereas local relatives and children witnessed
declining health, migrants (outside of visits) relied on the information passed to them
transnationally. Demonstrating this, some migrant respondents routinely sent remit-
tances, but other migrants engaged in material caregiving only at their parents’ behest.
This required the zero generation (or other relatives on their behalf) to be vocal in their
expectations for support. For instance, Abdelkrim, a 29-year-old university researcher
in Liège, only sent remittances when his mother called him with a specific request. On
some occasions he was asked to send money, but on others it was specific goods that
she required. Upon falling ill in the summer of 2013, his mother called him asking for
a medication that was not readily available in Morocco. He subsequently found the medi-
cation in Liège before sending it via courier to Oujda. Similarly, Malika and Hassan, a
couple in their 60s living on the outskirts of Oujda, did not receive money regularly
from their two sons abroad but only when they asked for help covering the medical
costs of Hassan’s recent kidney failure. In both cases, it was the parents who reached
out to their children and triggered transnational support. The importance of communicat-
ing needs is also demonstrated by silence: one father purposefully chose not to disclose his
cancer diagnosis to his son, Yahya, in Liège. He and his wife decided that the emotional
costs for their migrant son outweighed the benefits of material support. Rather than
worry Yahya, they instead relied on their local children, all of whom had well-paying
jobs, to cover the costs of treatment.
Although many older parents stay in Morocco, not all will ‘age in place’ (Andrews and
Phillips 2004). As their health deteriorated, a minority of zero-generation respondents let
go of hopes to grow old in Oujda. For some, the migration of some or all of their children
limited their capacity to stay and receive in-home care through informal arrangement; for
others household circumstance and macro-structural constraints pushed them to live out
the rest of their days abroad in the care of their migrant children. Most respondents viewed
the Moroccan welfare state and the healthcare system to be insufficient in providing
medical coverage and old-age assistance and treatments far too expensive to pay out of
pocket. In comparison to their disappointment with the Moroccan system, migrants
and non-migrants perceived the quality of European welfare states and medical care as
vastly superior. From the expense and availability of medicine to the quality of doctors
and hospitals, Moroccan migrants far preferred their older parents to receive medical
advice, undergo surgery, etc. in a European country. Parents, too, while preferring in prin-
ciple to age in place, preferred the quality of formal care in European countries to that in
Morocco, based on the information they received frommigrant kin, social contacts and, in
some cases, their own historical migration experiences. Moreover, in the uncommon but
not unheard of case that all of their children lived abroad, their preference to be with their
children outweighed their desire to stay, and in some cases die, in Oujda. Moving into an
extended relative’s home in Oujda was an alternative, but one that was only employed as a
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last resort. Moreover, it signalled filial abandonment, a poor reflection on their children
and them as parents (cf. King et al. 2014).
Sabreen, an Algerian-Moroccan mother to three migrants to Europe and grandmother
to many more, joined her daughter, Zara, in Liège in 1986 initially for medical treatment,
after which her Belgian doctor recommended that she stay because of her particular con-
dition. Through family reunification, she was able to permanently join Zara in Liège,
where she continues to reside today. Adapting intergenerational old-age care traditions
to migratory circumstance, Zara fulfils her role as a ‘good’ daughter through sponsoring
her mother’s migration. Additionally, the commonality of migration resulted in nearly
all zero-generation respondents having multiple children abroad, a typical scenario in
Morocco. In these families, parents were actively involved in the collective decision of
where to migrate and with whom to live, and ultimately held the decisive vote. For
instance, Wasim was confined to a wheelchair after both his legs were amputated due
to complications from diabetes in 2009. After his wife died, he decided, in conjunction
with his children, that it was best that he permanently move to a son’s home in France
to receive long-term medical care. Firstly, despite her expressed desires to take care of
him, his only child in Oujda was struggling to provide for her children in Morocco,
unlike her brothers who were already supporting him financially from Europe. Secondly,
his live-in daughter-in-law travelled regularly to her own children’s homes in Europe,
which made it difficult for her to provide care for Wasim. Thirdly, Wasim and his children
thought that the medical care he could receive in France would be better than that in
Oujda, especially as his French daughter-in-law was a trained nurse who could monitor
his well-being. Lastly, according to French immigration policy, Wasim’s French national
son could sponsor his long-stay visa because Wasim was his dependent ascendant.5
However, it deserves noting that not all ascendants were able or willing to move outside
of the countries where they had spent most of their lives. Firstly, their children’s capacities
to welcome them abroad influenced their abilities to migrate. Migrants without rights to
family reunification, whether because of their own migration status, inability to financially
sponsor their parents or provide medical coverage, or because they lived in countries only
allowing children and spousal reunification, could not legally sponsor their parents’
migration. For others, their small European flats or lack of financial or temporal resources
(e.g. in dual-income homes) limited their ability to provide hands-on care to their parents.
Moreover, not all older parents want to move to Europe. For instance, those with houses,
financial interests, local non-migrant children and grandchildren, extensive family and
social bonds, and those who were in good health often chose to stay in Oujda rather
than to uproot their lives. In short, although migration is an option and a desire for
some, for others it is not a viable or desirable alternative to ageing in place.
Whether they became mobile like Wasim or stayed in Oujda, these zero-generation
respondents relied on support from their migrant children. Nonetheless, they were actively
involved in the coordination of these arrangements. Their opinions were highly valued by
their children (migrant and non-migrant) thanks to their positions atop the family hier-
archy and their children’s sense of filial piety. Parents accepted their children’s permanent
settlement abroad, but with the permission to leave (and eventually to stay) came the
expectation that their care needs would be still met in old age. The zero generation
agreed to, and more importantly condoned, modifications to the intergenerational con-
tract because of migration, including the substitution of material support for face-to-
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face care and that to receive their desired intergenerational care they might have to move
abroad.
Transnational (grand)parenting: ascendants as caregivers
Thus far, we have outlined migrants’ ascendants positions as the recipients of transna-
tional old-age care, even if vocal ones. However, later life phases are marked by children’s
support as well as older Moroccans’ care for their descendants. This section further desta-
bilises the notion of the zero generation as passive counterparts to their migrant children
by emphasising parents as agents of care circulation who deliver material, emotional and
moral support to their migrant children and grandchildren at a distance and through
mobility.
Migration is often, but not exclusively,6 a strategy of social mobility and capital
accumulation, both for those who go and for those who stay (Stark 1978; Stark and
Lucas 1988). The decision to leave Morocco among the majority of respondents, even
when made individually, was supported by the zero generation and even strongly encour-
aged. Financial remittances were often transferred from migrants to their non-migrant
parents, but people’s encouragement of their children’s migration was not necessarily
tied to the expectation of eventual financial gain. Wishing a better life for their children,
parents saw in migration a pathway to educational attainment, social mobility and relative
financial success. In fact, some migrants declared that without their parents’ guidance and
material support, they would have stayed in Oujda. Yasser, who comes from amiddle-class
Oujdi family, moved to Liège for his graduate studies with the financial and moral backing
of his father:
My father, also my mother, said to me, ‘Why not continue your studies [in Europe]?’ For
them it did not pose a problem. I don’t know, other parents they say ‘No, you finish, you
stay, you find your job.’ […] ‘You can continue your studies tranquilly,’ he said to me,
‘We are there for the financing, don’t worry’, so really that encouraged me. If not, I had
already done five years of study and to then continue – for the financing it’s difficult. But
he said to me, ‘Don’t worry about it. No worries.’7 (Yasser, 24, Liège)
In terms of material support, ﬁnancial remittances are traditionally conceived of as mon-
etary ﬂows from migrant to non-migrant. Indeed, this is often the case within Moroccan
families: in a 2009 survey, 60% of Moroccan migrants reported ﬁnancially supporting a
family member abroad, a ﬁnding mirrored in this study (CCME-BVA 2009). However,
‘reverse remittances’ (Mazzucato 2011), such as that took place between Yasser and his
father, were also relatively common within middle-class families. Owing to their higher
socio-economic backgrounds, seven ﬁrst-generation participants received money from
their parents, whether in the initial migration process or in times of ﬁnancial hardship,
for example, in the aftermath of the 2008 economic crisis. Unemployed or underemployed
migrant children received monetary support from their fathers, who often saw it as their
fatherly responsibility to ‘take care of’ their children even as adults. In challenging the
typical migrant-to-non-migrant or child-to-parent remittance story, middle-class and
upper-middle-class older adults were actively engaged in material exchange with their
children abroad. Even as older and/or retired parents, they did not all receive money,
sometimes it was exchanged depending on ﬁnancial need and other times non-migrants
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were the exclusive initiators of ﬁnancial transfers. In fact, middle-class zero-generation
respondents also footed the bill for other transnational family practices, such as paying
for their children and grandchildren’s summer visits. This was of course tied to their ﬁnan-
cial capacity, but also they and their children’s life phases and events. Migrant students,
parents of young children and the unemployed were usually on the receiving end of
such material support.
In addition to the initiation of transnational caregiving from the country of origin, zero-
generation respondents transmitted care through their own mobility, whether on a tem-
porary (visit) or more long-term basis (permanent migration). For some parents,
migration was nothing new. They had, in fact, migrated outside of Morocco during
their working years to support their families ‘left behind’ in Oujda. For instance,
Hamdi, now in his late-70s, worked in Kuwait in the early 1980s in order to support
two of his sons’ migration, one to Liège and one to Nantes, for their studies:
I worked three and a half years on contract [in Kuwait] because I was a civil servant [at the
post office] […] There was [Mouad] he was in Belgium, and [Kamil] was in Nantes. I helped
them. Every month I helped them. Because I earned, in Kuwait I earned a bit of money. I
helped them with their studies. […] They left here and they were well, in their heart they
were well to study – to make their future. (Hamdi, 78, Oujda)
Although Hamdi now receives remittances from three of his six children currently abroad,
entering later phases of life did not terminate seniors’ desires or perceived obligations to
care for their descendants: there were respondents in the sample who not only moved
abroad in order to receive old-age care, but those whose circular or long-term migration
allowed them to be caregivers themselves, or act in dual roles as caregiver and care recei-
ver, where care was circulated among relatives. For example, much as the oft-depicted
female ‘transnational mother’ may periodically visit her children in the country of
origin, non-migrant parents also intermittently visit their children living abroad.
Within the sample, the summer migrant return visits to Oujda far outnumbered those
in the other direction, but most respondents had visited their children abroad at least
once since their departure. Many visits were short term, lasting a few weeks with the inten-
tion of exchanging emotional rather than material support, but several retired non-
migrant parents stayed for months at a time with their children in Belgium and other
countries.
These touristic visits were made by men and women, but as caregivers, while non-
migrant fathers were typically the ones to send money to migrants, the mobility of
older mothers dominated: as socialisation agents for their grandchildren, as child care pro-
viders and as ‘house mothers’. While patriarchal values historically pushed men as inter-
national labour migrants, leaving their spouses behind to maintain the household in their
absence, the same values have contributed to older women’s mobility within transnational
family networks. In an interesting reversal of migratory patterns, it is most often women
who engage in the most mobility as they move between Morocco and destination
countries. In some cases these women were widowed; other women left their husbands
behind in Oujda in the company of daughters and other female relatives who took on
domestic tasks in their stead (cooking, groceries and cleaning). These ‘left-behind’ hus-
bands were all considered to be in good health and agreed to their departure, which
enabled their wives to travel to Europe without a sense of guilt. However, women
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without husbands in Morocco spent longer periods in Europe, suggesting familial care
responsibilities in the country of origin restricted women’s mobility. Likewise, migrant
daughters were the most mobile of first-generation respondents in order to provide
care to their ailing parents, either because of their role as housewives without formal
employment demands or in their retirement, but this mobility was constrained by their
family commitments and life phase, for example women with young children. In this
sense, fulfilling traditional gender and family roles as wives, daughters and mothers in
transnational settings was sometimes conflicting.
During their trips, mobile mothers delivered emotional and practical support to their
children. Exhibiting earlier old-age life phases, these were relatively younger, able-
bodied women, who during their stays took up the cleaning, cooking, washing and
other household tasks in their children’s homes. Nadia, for example, manages several of
her children’s households, considered an extension of her own, in Belgium and France
through her mobility:
[CZ] What do you do when you are there [Belgium]?
[N] What do I do? I make dinner at my son’s house. My son’s house, it’s my house. Yes, I do
everything. His wife, she works. She’s out all day so I am not going to wait until she comes
home. She works, she’s tired so I prepare something to eat or do the housework. So, yes, I do
everything: cooking, cleaning… (Nadia, 56, Oujda)
Like other mobile ascendants in the study, Nadia relished the opportunity to travel, to
spend time with her children and grandchildren, and to be of service. In a demonstration
of the dispersion of Moroccan migrants, Nadia typically spent one month in her son’s
family in Belgium and then moved on to her two other children’s homes in France
before returning to Oujda each year. Moreover, her mobility allowed her to fulﬁl her
role as a mother and grandmother by caring for them face to face. Nadia and other par-
ticipants actively engaged in the upbringing of their grandchildren abroad during these
stays as ‘transnational grandmothers’ (Baldassar and Wilding 2014; Da 2003; Nedelcu
2009; Plaza 2000). With their children employed outside the home, their presence dimin-
ished their children’s reliance on day care. But while these sojourns had the purpose of
delivering practical care, women also exchanged other forms of support through quality
time with their children and socialising their grandchildren. As non-migrant grand-
mothers seized the visits of their grandchildren in Morocco to teach them Arabic and
put them in religious courses, these women through their physical presence in the desti-
nation country could provide in-person moral, religious and social instruction. Concerned
about the dominance of ‘Western’ or ‘European’ upbringings at the expense of Moroccan,
Oujdi and/or Muslim norms, they attempted to instil their values and beliefs in their
grandchildren through their intermittent visits. In this way, just as reverse ﬁnancial remit-
tances were sent to migrant children and grandchildren, migrants’ mothers also engaged
in reverse social remittances (Levitt 1998).
Situating the (im)mobility of the Moroccan zero generation
While there is no formulaic determination for whether migrants’ ascendants will move or
stay to circulate care, their mobility must be considered in the context of macro-structural
constraints and opportunities, including welfare state regimes and migration policies
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(Landolt and Da 2005; Næss and Vabø 2014; Treas 2008). Kilkey and Merla (2014) ident-
ified six regimes in which transnational caregiving arrangements are situated: the
migration regime, the welfare regime, the gendered care regime, the working-time
regime, transport policies and communication policies. In order to avoid a deterritoria-
lised depiction of transnational family care circulation, this section seeks to embed the pre-
vious data in the specificity of the Belgian migration regime. However, it should be noted
that because of widespread migration, Moroccan families were typically straddling mul-
tiple migration regimes.
Migration policies in destination countries strongly influence the shape of care for and
by Moroccan migrants’ ascendants. In this study, families had to navigate and adapt their
care arrangements to both physical distance and Belgian migration policies (as well as pol-
icies in other relatives’ destination countries) including entry/exit/residency rights as they
are accorded to Moroccan citizens. Firstly, Moroccan citizens require visas to enter
Belgium, which prevented irregular first-generation respondents from visiting their
older parents in Oujda and poorer non-migrants from visiting Belgium. One migrant,
Ali, asked if his mother ever visited him in Liège, exclaimed: ‘Never, because she has no
papers, no visa!’
Ali, as an unemployed, irregular migrant, could not legally or financially sponsor his
mother’s visa, nor could he meet the obligatory health insurance requirement for her
visit. Unless he risked being ‘stuck’ in Morocco, neither he nor she could visit each
other and exchange care face-to-face, which, in turn, increased their reliance on caregiving
through transnational communication platforms. Likewise, other irregular respondents
and their non-migrant parents lamented missing periods of relatives’ illnesses and funerals
in Morocco due to these legal obstacles. When his grandmother died, Nadia described her
son’s inability to grieve with his family because of his irregular status:
All of her children, and also their children, they were all reunited here. They all came from
Belgium, from France, from – they all came here when she died. […] It was something very
sad. […] My youngest son, he was in Belgium. He did not yet have his papers. He could not
come. He had entered on a visa, with a visa, so [when] she died he could not come. If he came
to Morocco, he would have to stay here forever. […] And he stayed, le pauvre, there. (Nadia,
56, Oujda)
Irregular statuses and visa restrictions prevented some family members’ mobility, but
others managed their way through an arduous visa process in Morocco (including
travel to the nearest consulate, payment of visa application fees, etc.). Nadia continually
applies for short-term visas of up to 90 days in a 6-month period to provide care for
her European citizen children and grandchildren. The 90-day limit on visas to enter
Belgium dictates her length of stay in her children’s households. In order to circulate
care, other members of the zero generation successfully obtained permanent residence
or even citizenship in Europe, even if they moved back and forth between home and
host countries. Regularised Moroccan migrants are not legally entitled to long-term
family reuniﬁcation with their parents. With high naturalisation rates of Moroccan citi-
zens in Belgium (Bousetta and Martiniello 2003; Ouali 2003), however, many ﬁrst-gener-
ation migrant respondents obtained Belgian citizenship. Prior to 2011, this granted access
to family reuniﬁcation for their parents, provided they were dependent upon them.8
JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 11
Sabreen, for instance, gained citizenship through her Belgian national daughter, Zara, in
the 1990s after arriving in 1986.
However, a more restrictive Belgian family reunification policy entered into force in
September 2011. The modified Belgian Aliens Act eliminated rights to long-term family
reunification of ascendants with their naturalised Belgian adult children.9 These policy
changes have lasting consequences for the mobility of retirement-aged parents and grand-
parents. More Moroccans have to rely on short-stay visas to join, and only temporarily,
their children abroad. In terms of care reception, migrants’ ascendants now have fewer
legal options to live out the end of their lives in their migrant children’s households,
and their physical limitations may prevent them from circular migration patterns to
and from Belgium through short-stay visas. This also means that the zero generation
entering on short-stay visas will not have access to health coverage as they would as
long-term dependent ascendants, and have to enter the country with a minimum of
30,000 euro travel medical insurance. It should be noted, however, that EU citizens on
Belgian territory, unlike Belgian citizens, retain their right to reunification with ascen-
dants, which may provide an alternative for some European national Moroccan migrants
(Verbist 2014). Additionally, the dispersion of the Moroccan transnational family net-
works may lead to the zero generation joining their children in other European countries
with less restrictive reunification policies.
The interference of migration policies in care circulation reminds us that long-distance
and transnational caregiving are not one and the same: the presence of international
borders and their accompanying migration regimes restricts the mobility of non-EU
migrants and their families and therefore limits their options to exchange care in-
person. Moroccan migrants and migrants’ ascendants are now facing concomitant chal-
lenges of navigating restrictive migration policies in the destination country and the limit-
ations of state-sponsored social security and welfare regimes in the country of origin. As
the Moroccan population greys in the coming decades, it will possibly place further strain
on the welfare state and local family support systems. In conjunction with the new limit-
ations placed on Belgian family reunification, older Moroccans with their migrant children
will have to rely more and more on care circulated at a distance to assure their mutual care
needs are met.
Conclusions
While other authors have noted the maintenance, adaptation and creation of transnational
care practices for old-age parents in the country of origin, even in multi-sited fieldwork
they often neglect or underplay the active participation of the zero generation. Their influ-
ence over the adaptation of intergenerational caregiving norms within transnational social
spaces must be underlined. This paper sought to highlight the zero generation as integral
actors in the transnational circulation of care and their contributions to intergenerational
solidarity more broadly. In line with Baldassar and Merla (2014), the data show that trans-
national caregiving fluctuates over the life course, including old-age life phases, is in fact
multidirectional, and rooted in the contexts of sending and receiving countries, demon-
strated here by the Belgian migration regime and Moroccan old-age care norms. Migrants’
ascendants either based in the country of origin or as mobile parents and grandparents are
a resource for migrants as they offer emotional and material forms of support in their
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continuation of their roles as moral advisors, financial providers and socialisation agents
in their descendants’ upbringing. As parents affirm their allegiance to their responsibilities
tied to the intergenerational contract, Moroccan migrant children also demonstrate their
commitment to care for their elderly parents through engaging in transnational care prac-
tices, or by bringing their parents to the destination country and reverting to local caregiv-
ing. These exhibited loyalties and continuities do not, however, mean that pre-migration
norms are simply transposed onto post-migration life. People adapt their traditional ways
of ‘doing family’ (Morgan 1996) to their newfound circumstances: for instance, the trans-
national provision of material support has become a socially condoned substitute for
hands-on care in Oujda.
Nonetheless, this agency must be situated in institutional contexts: policy shifts in
Belgium as of 2011 have major consequences on these dynamics that alter the way
migrants’ ascendants are able to use mobility as a strategy of care circulation. Although
visas still allow parents to visit their regularised children in Belgium, for those who do
not already have long-term residence or Belgian citizenship, they will be unable to
legally join and live out the rest of their lives with their migrant children. The zero gen-
eration will have to rely more heavily on their abilities to socialise their descendants
across national borders, and, likewise, they will become more dependent the circulation
of care while based in Morocco. With this policy shift only occurring in 2011 during
the course of data collection, the long-term ramifications for intergenerational caregiving
strategies (for or by migrants’ ascendants) remain to be seen.
Notes
1. Care is here considered to include both an ethic, caring about, and an activity, caring for
(Nakano Glenn 2000; Ruddick 1998; Tronto 1993), which has been extended to the study
of transnational families (Baldassar and Merla 2014; Goulbourne et al. 2010). Care may
manifest in several forms: economic, accommodation, personal, practical and childcare,
and emotional and moral support (Finch 1989).
2. For information on Morocco’s social protection and healthcare scheme, see Nkanagu (2012),
Semlali (2010) or the official government website of the Caisse nationale de Sécurité sociale
(CNSS) at www.cnss.ma (available in French and Arabic).
3. According to the Moroccan consular services, nearly 300,000 Moroccan citizens were regis-
tered in Belgium as of 2012, making it the fourth largest Moroccan population in Europe after
France, Spain and Italy.
4. All names have been changed to protect the anonymity of participants.
5. Wasim’s case clearly demonstrates the interplay between capacity, obligation and negotiated
family commitments outlined in the model of transnational caregiving put forward by Bal-
dassar, Baldock, and Wilding (2007).
6. People migrate for a variety of other reasons that include love, education, etc. Moreover, de
Haas and Fokkema (2010) demonstrate that migration is not always a collective household
decision in Morocco.
7. All respondents’ quotes have been translated from French by the author.
8. For a review of developments in Belgian family reunification law since the 1980s, see Han-
seeuw (2011) (in French) and for the 2011 changes to the law Verbist (2014) (in English).
9. It also introduced a new income requirement for family reunification ‘equivalent to 120% of
the social integration income and not consist of resources from additional assistance schemes
(social benefits, family allowances, etc.)’ (EMN 2012).
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